Outline for Class 3
The Three Vehicles

By Darrell Peters

Introduction

Insomeways, each of usisvery different from everyonee se. All of ushave different appearances,
backgrounds, personalities, and likesand didikes. But inoneway, we' reexactly alike: each of uswants
to experiencelasting happinessand avoid suffering, and we do our best to try to arrange apositive
Stuationfor oursaves.

Therearetwo approachesthat we can use aswetry to establish ourselvesin asituation that provides
happiness and contentment: we can useworldly, material methods, or we can use spiritual methods.

The problem with taking thefirst approach, inwhich wetry to control our material Situation, isthat
everything changes. We veall had theexperiencethat just when it lookslikewe have everything the
way wewant it, something happens, something changes, and our carefully assembled situation falls
apart. It'sheen said that trying to control thingsoutside ourselvesto achievelasting happinessislike
trying to cover the earth with leather to protect our feet. Wejust can’'t doit.

But if we use spiritual methodsto attain happiness, thisislikewearing shoesto protect our feet, because
it'ssomething that’sactually possible. Wedon’'t haveto control everything outside ourselves, weonly
havetowork within ourselves. Thisapproach makes sense because everything we experience comesto
usthrough our mind. Soif we canwork with our mind skillfully, using spiritual methods, we can produce
apositiveresult.

The Vehicles

From the absol ute point of view, Buddhism offersone path and one goal . But from the rel ative point of
view, Buddhism offersavariety of methodsand goals, to suit peoplewith different level sof understand-
ing and dedi cation. These different methods and goalsare contained inthree cycles of teachingscalled
thethreeyanas, or vehicles, of the Buddhist tradition. Theterm “vehicle” isappropriate, because these
can carry usfromwherewe areto wherewe want to be. The vehiclesare cycles of teachingsthat were
presented at many different timesand places, to many different kindsof people. Takentogether, they
provide uswith aprogressive path.

The Hinayana

Inthefirst cycleof teachings, the Buddha presented the Hinayana, or Lesser, Vehicle. Thevehicleis
caled“lesser” becausethegod islimited toindividual liberation, the cessation of suffering for oneself.
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The Hinayanateachings provide apoint of entry to the Buddhist path. It wasin theseteachingsthat the
Buddhataught the Four Noble Truths, the foundation of the Buddhist tradition. Can anyonetell uswhat
theseare?

The Four Noble Truths

TheTruth of Suffering
Sufferingisaninherent part of life.

TheTruth of the Cause of Suffering
Sufferingiscaused by our excessive attachment to asalf, which hasonly arel ative existence, but no
solid, permanent, inherent existence.

TheTruth of the Cessation of Suffering
Peaceismade possible by abandoning our clinging and afflictive emotions.

TheTruth of thePath away from Suffering
Thisidentifiesthe noble eightfold path, which issummarized by thed ogans. do no harm; practicevirtue;
and tamethemind.

“Abandoning,” or Renunciation

The Four Noble Truths define the path of the Hinayana, whichis* abandoning,” or renunciation. This
can beamideading word. Renunciation doesn’t mean we haveto give up everything we have. Instead,
it sbheen said that renunciation means understanding that everything changes. If we seeand understand
that nothing staysthe sameand isawayschanging, wewill al so understand that clinging will inevitably
create suffering, and wewill view samsaraas something that isharmful to us. Theseteachingsemphasize
turning away from samsaric lifeand toward thedharma.

Review of Hinayana Elements

M otivation
TheHinayanamotivationisindividua liberation from suffering.

View

TheHinayanaview isthat of the Four Noble Truths, which leads usto turn away from cyclic existence.
Thisview emphasizesthe emptinessof self, whichisunderstood to have only arelative existence, but no
solid, permanent, inherent existence.

Path
OntheHinayanapath, we gain mindfulnessthrough shinay meditation, and we cut attachment to
samsaraby contempl ating impermanence, suffering, and the absence of sdif.
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Commitments

Weusevowsto placerestrictionson ourselves, in order to accumul ate merit, and to provide an envi-
ronment conduciveto awvareness and meditation. The Hinayanacommitmentsare Refuge vowsand
monastic vows, such asthosetaken for thetraditional Tibetan three-year retreat.

Goal
Thegoal of the HinayanapathisNirvana, which isaresting place on the path to completeliberation.

The Mahayana

Theteachingsof the Mahayana, or “ Greater Vehicle,” comprisethe second cycle of theBuddha's
teachings.

Thisiscalled the” Greater Vehicle” because of agreater motivation. We have said that the Hinayana
Vehicleismotivated by theaspiration for individua liberation. Inthe case of the Mahayana, theintention
isto achieve persona liberation so that we can hel p all sentient beingsgain enlightenment.

We have d so said that the Hinayanaemphasi zes“ abandoning,” or renunciation, inwhich werespond to
samsaraand theafflictiveemotionsasif they wereharmful. Inthe Mahayana, theemphasisison “trans-
forming,” whichreferstotransforming the afflictiveemotions.

Here, welook beyond our immediate situation and our own suffering, and we seethat every other being
experiencesthe same suffering that we do. We &l so understand that al beingsare equal inwanting
happinessand freedom from suffering, and that every being hasbeen aloving parent toward usduring
previouslifetimes.

Instead of turning away from samsaraand our afflictiveemotionsasif they were harmful, wetransform
them into positives, and we aspireto have unbiased love and compassion for al beings, whichisthe
atruistic motivation of the bodhi sattva.

How isit that theapproach to samsaraand the afflictive emotions changesfrom “ abandoning” to
“trandforming’?

According to theview of the Mahayana, the teachings on emptiness of self and other show usthat we
haveavery workable situation. We don't haveto avoid theworld, becauseit hasno solidity, perma-
nence, or inherent self-existence. Rather than viewing samsaraas harmful, we can seeit asasubstance
that can betransformed in abeneficial way. Because our &fflictive emotions have no solidity or perma-
nence, we can transform them into their opposites. Wetrain the mind to use the occasionsthat come up
inour meditationand our life, and wetransform theminto positive thoughts, speech, and actions.
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Review of Mahayana Elements

Mativation
The Mahayanamotivationistheliberation of al sentient beings.

View
TheMahayanaview istheemptinessof al phenomena, inwhich not only thesdlf, but all phenomenaare
empty of inherent nature.

Path

Onthe Mahayana path, weinclude compassion meditationin our practice, and we practicethe six
paramitas, or perfections, of:

» Generosity

» Ethical conduct

* Patience/Forbearance

* Joyful effort/Diligence

» Meditative stability

* Wisdom

Commitments
The Mahayanacommitmentsarethe Refuge Vows, Lay Precepts, and the Bodhi sattva\VVow.

Goal
Thegod of theMahayanaiscompleteliberation or enlightenment.

The Vajrayana

Inthe Mahayanateachings, the Buddhataught that everything wasempty of inherent nature. But this

teaching could |ead to the mistaken belief that the goal of the Buddhist pathissimply complete empti-
nessor annihilation. To avoid thismistake, the Buddhagavethisthird cycle of teachings, which show

that mind isnot just nothingness. Instead, it hasthe qualities of Buddhahood.

Vajrayana, thethird cycleof teachings, isknown asthe Diamond” or “Indestructible’ Vehicle. This
refersto thefact that ontherelative, samsariclevel, everything changesand isimpermanent, but at the
level of theultimate or absol ute, the essenceisaways present, never changes, and remains unaffected
by therelativeviewpoint. Thisessenceisour BuddhaNature.

TheVajrayanateachings comefrom thetantrasand are sometimes called the® Tantrayana.” Tantra
means*“thread” or “continuum.” Thisrefersto the presence of BuddhaNatureinal beings, from
beginninglesstime until enlightenment isreached. When one achieves Buddhahood, theoriginal intrin-
sicluminosity of themind becomes manifest. Thisorigina intrinsic luminosity of themindisalso called
primordial wisdom, the nature of mind, or enlightened mind.
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Recognizing

SointheVarayana, wemove beyond “transforming,” whichisthe practice of the Mahayana. Inthe
Vagjrayana, theemphasisison*“recognizing,” inwhich we experience the essence underlying both our
interior experienceand everything outside of us. Welearn to practice sacred outlook, inwhich al forms
arethebody of the Buddha, all sounds are mantra, and the essence of al thoughtsiswisdom.

Review of Vajrayana Elements

Mativation
TheVajrayanamoativationistheliberation or enlightenment of al sentient beings.

View
TheVajrayanaview isthat BuddhaNatureispresentinall beings.

Path

The Vajrayanapath containsthe Path of Meansand the Path of Liberation. The Path of Meansrefersto
deity practicesthat directly transform our perception. The Path of Liberation refersto meditating directly
on themind. In both cases, theresult istaken asthe path, inamore direct and rapid approach.

Commitments
TheVarayanapath requiresaregular daily practice, strong faith and confidence, and astronger com-
mitment to one' steacher and lineage.

Goal
Thegoal of theVajrayanapath iscompleteenlightenment.

Conclusion

So, what doesthisdiscussion of thethree vehicleshaveto do with us? There areacoupleimportant
pointswe can takewith us.

Firstisthat the Buddhist pathisaprogresson, inwhich webegin with alimited motivation and the
practiceof shinay meditation. Gradually, welearnto broaden and degpen our view and aspiration, and
bring the compassi on meditation of the M ahayanaand the deity meditation of the Vagjrayanainto our
practice.

The second point isthat in order for our meditation to be effective, we need to gradualy bring the
elementsof thethreevehiclesinto our practice. Thismeanswetry to loosen our fixation on samsarg;
benefit othersasmuch aspossible, through positive thoughts, speech, and actions; and learnto recog-
nizeour innate potential and devel op sacred outl ook.

Handout
“Trangitionto Perfection,” by Ven. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche



